With Skill and Stories, Fred Stice Carved Iowa\u27s Past by Ohrn, Steven
The astounding wood carvings and dolls tha t  
filled this small building near Le Grand, Iowa, 
are now part  of the  m useum  collections of 
the  S ta te  Historical Society of lowa.Thanks 
to  the  generosity  of Mildred and G eorge 
Heiring, the  figures will be preserved and 
used in the  Society’s educational programs.
Right: Two of Fred Stice’s carved figures play 
checkers in his “ C ountry  S to re” diorama.
Opposite  page: Silk-head dolls, c reated  by 
Stice’s daughter, Mildred Heiring, in “ Park 
Bench Romance.”
Text and photos by Steven Ohm
From the outside it looked like a typical roadside attraction with a winged totem pole out front. A sign read "Doll Museum and Trading Post.” For nearly a year, as I traveled 
across the state seeking out Iowa folk artists for an exhibit, I drove 
past this small building but never stopped. The first rule in effective 
folklore research is to learn to stop the car. Finally, one fall day in 
1982, I pulled over.
Two friendly, older women—Mildred Fleiring and her mother, 
Gladys Stice—welcomed me. They were anxious to give me a com­
plete tour. First they led me into a small room containing hundreds 
of fabulous dolls displayed on shelves behind glass. Mildred was 
justifiably proud of these dolls, which she had collected over several 
decades going back to World War II. The silk-head dolls that she had
made especially intrigued me.
Then the women took me 
to the next room. It was com­
pletely full of dimly lit diora­
mas. Most were about two feet 
high and ranged in width 
from three to six feet. The dio­
ramas were three-dimensional 
scenes housed in boxes and 
peopled with painted wood- 
carvings five to twelve inches 
high.
This small museum as­
tounded me. The expressive-
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ness of the woodcarving and 
painting, and the detail afforded 
the costumes and their surround­
ings bowled me over. The two 
women talked me through a fasci­
nating tour, their narration obvi­
ously delivered many times before 
but still open for interrupting 
questions. Their stories, together 
with the dioramas, exemplified 
everyday social history.
Woodcarving has long been a 
widespread tradition, and exhibi­
tions of folk art have often included 
carvings portraying occupations 
like farming and logging or pas­
times like fishing and dancing. In 
general these carvings are like 
memory paintings and story 
quilts, functioning the same as 
photographs and other mnemonic 
devices—as aids to remembering
Right: “ Barber Shop Harmony.” Stice’s 
d ioram as of traditional social settings 
like the  local barbership prim ed visitors 
to  share the ir  m em ories .
Below: Mildred Heiring fashioned “The 
I m m ig r a n t” based  on a n e w s p a p e r  
photo  of a Ukrainian refugee who ar­
rived in Iowa after nine years of w an­
dering following World W ar  II.
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and retelling.
Three gen­
erations had 
been involved 
with this central 
Iowa roadside 
enterprise, 
which had 
evolved gradu­
ally over the 
years. Fred Stice 
and his daugh­
ter, Mildred 
Heiring, were 
the primary art­
ists: they made the objects, tailored the costumes, as­
sembled the dioramas, and served as tour guides. 
Gladys Stice (Fred's second wife) was also a tour 
guide. (She and Mildred, in fact, had given me my 
first tour on that day in 1982.) Mildred's son, George 
Heiring, helped with background painting of the di­
oramas.
Fred Stice worked in various jobs—on the rail­
road, in clothing stores, a restaurant, and a novelty 
store—but in his spare time he enjoyed carving. About 
the time of World War II, Mildred, then in her thirties, 
started collecting and making dolls. Eventually, a 
close collaboration grew between father and daugh­
ter. As Fred developed his carving talents, he 
scrounged wood from wherever he could find it, us­
ing basswood, apple, and pine.
Both were skilled tailors. "Dad 
liked to sew really almost as well as 
he liked to carve," Mildred commented.
What was at first merely a hobby 
rapidly became all-consuming.
"First I would make something and 
run over and show him, and then 
he would make something and 
show me," she recalled in a 1995 in­
terview with Iowa Arts Council in­
tern Dorothy Dvorachek. " He kept 
them under the bed, and [the collec­
tion] kept growing and growing."
The carvings cried out to be 
displayed. "Decisions about how to 
display the figures led to the first 
assemblages of figures into scenes,"
Dvorachek explained. "Fred not only made use of 
more than carving and tailoring skills, but he also 
brought in an element of collage, as he used carpet 
fragments from his mother's house or old magazine 
clippings to make his old-time scenes authentic."
Outside Montour, Iowa, Fred and Mildred set up 
some of the carvings in a small gift shop they dubbed 
the Trading Post. "Serendipity ordered the placement 
of the scenes," Dvorachek noted, and "when they 
moved [to Le Grand] in 1954, the happenstance order 
was maintained and glass cases added to the scenes." 
Situated on the Lincoln Highway (Highway 30), and 
renamed the Doll Museum and Trading Post, to ac­
knowledge Mildred's collection of dolls, the enter­
prise attracted thousands of curious passersby for 
more than three decades. Many tourists stopped on 
their way to the annual powwow at the nearby 
Meskwaki Settlement outside Tama.
What delighted the visitors were more than 50 
scenes, ranging from everyday social and work tradi­
tions of the past (like ice skating and blacksmithing) 
to biblical themes (Flight into Egypt, Last Supper, 
Christ before Pontius Pilate), from popular Ameri­
cana (minstrels, cowboys and Indians, covered wag­
ons) to historical figures and events (Abraham Lin­
coln, Will Rogers, Iwo Jima, President Kennedy's fu­
neral) and transportation themes (the history of the 
wheel, horse-drawn sleighs, the railroad). As Mildred 
explained, "We just never ran out of ideas."
Many of the dioramas conveyed Stice's memory
T h ree  figures from  S tice ’s “ Quilting 
Bee” diorama: a rocking-chair napper 
(top of page), an intense quitter, and a 
pipe-smoker.
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One of Stice’s first projects  was “Threshing Scene (abo ), 
com pleted in the  1930s. “ I think th e  threshing m achine  is one 
of my favorites because we used to  thresh , his wi e, y * 
rem em bered .“ My m o th e r  would wonder, will they get t roug  ^
today or will we have th e m  [ th e  thresh ing  crew] ton io  
It was ho t and hard work bu t everybody worked toge t e r  an 
it didn’t  seem  hard like today to  do those things. W e re SP 
now. It was a big day because they had lots of food e ^ 
body worked together, which was good. A t right. a 
on Mt. Suribachi, Iwo Jima, Feb. 23, 1945.
of rural and small-town life in Iowa at the turn ot the 
century. He carved his recollections ot life as he hat 
lived it, emphasizing the good times when people 
gathered together to thresh and quilt, square dance, 
and play games. He created familiar settings toi his 
carvings: a parlor, a kitchen, a country stoic, or a bar 
bershop. Older visitors to the Le Grand museum a 
recognized aspects of their own lives in earlier timt 
And as Gladys Stice watched her husband and 
Mildred create the scenes, she was often mo\ ed b> 
the power of the scenes to bring forth memoi it s. 1
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W oodcarver at Work.” Stice’s self-portrait includes tiny tools, 
an ox yoke, and an a larm  clock.
no longer care for the museum, 
and they began to seek alterna­
tives to dismantling the collection 
and disposing of it piecemeal. In 
1995, they donated the entire col­
lection—53 scenes comprising 
more than 1,200 pieces (people, 
animals, wagons, furniture, tools, 
and so forth)—to the State Histori­
cal Society of Iowa. The artifacts 
are now being prepared for exhibi­
tion at the Society's museum and 
historic sites.
Using scraps of wood and 
remnants of fabric, with an eye for 
detail and a deft hand, Fred Stice 
and Mildred Heiring gave form to 
their memories of the "good old 
days." In doing so, they employed 
common folk skills—wood carving 
and doll-making—to illuminate 
rural and small-town traditions of 
an earlier Iowa.
*<Zo some people the th ough t o f  
ca rv in g  m ay seem a t i t t le  s i l ly ,  bu t  
i t  takes a lo t  o f  hard  work» 3  ivas  
a lw a ys  in terested in  h is to ry  and  
th is  is  one way to preserve i t .  KYhe 
scenes are in te res t ing  fo r  the c h i l ­
dren who haven t  seen them and  the 
older -folks who remember them.
—  t e d  ¿ y t ic e
“ F arm ers  a t  the  Lincoln Memorial.”
Steven Ohm is the Historic Sites Coordi­
nator for the State Historical Society of 
Iowa. From 1982 to 1987 he was State 
Folklorist.
NOTE O N  SOURCES
This bnef look at the Fred Stice Collection in the State Historical Society o f Iowa relied 
upon the the  fo llow ing  sources: D o ro th y  Dvorachek, "Le Grand ‘G ood O ld  
Days’"(unpublished manuscript. 1998, produced during internship w ith Iowa Arts Coun­
cil); George Heiring,"Catalog o f Collection” (unpublished manuscript. 1995); Gail Heiring’s 
videotaped interviews with Mildred Heiring and Gladys Stice: Shawn Conrad. "N oted Le 
Grand Doll Museum is Breaking Up," Marshalltown Times Republican, Nov. 10, 1988; Gene 
Raffensperger, "A  Display o f Generosity and Woodcarvings." Des Moines Register ( 1988?); 
Donna Walker,“W hen a hobby becomes a r t..."  Marshalltimes (April 1997). For more on 
folk arts, see the following chapters in Steven Ohm, ed., Passing Time and Traditions: Con­
temporary Iowa Folk Artists (Ames: Iowa State University Press, for the Iowa Arts Council, 
1984): Dorothy Schwieden"A Cultural Mosaic: The Settling o f Iowa," and Steven Ohm, 
"From Field and Grove: Caricatures and Miniatures,""As I Remember: Visual Histories and 
Narratives," and "Faith into Stone: Grottoes and Monuments.”
